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A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away ….







The Jedi rebellion has been foiled. The remaining Jedi will be hunted down and defeated. The attempt on my life has left me scarred and deformed. But I assure you, my resolve has never been stronger. In order to ensure the security and continuing stability, the Republic will be reorganized into the first Galactic Empire.

For a safe and secure society …

—EMPEROR PALPATINE







So this is how liberty dies, with thunderous applause.

—PADMÉ AMIDALA
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CHAPTER 1

The Holy City

The Holy City was chiseled from the stone of the desert, rising into the twilight like an outcast in a wasteland. Its dun walls were coated in the dust of ages, and from afar it had seemed a lifeless place, blessed only in its failure to erode into the sands.

Yet despite the suffocating clinch of antiquity, despite the dying sun that blanched all things on Jedha, the city streets were full of color: red-cloaked shoulders jostled sapphire pauldrons, and jade arms brushed opalescent antennae. Beings of every shape pressed down the cobbled avenues, striding, crawling, marching beneath archways and merchant awnings and listless banners unstirred by the air. The atmosphere was of grief and whispers, but the movement of thousands—the endless footfalls and the rustling of garments—created a susurrus like the harbinger of a storm.

Someone cried, “The Jedi! The Jedi are gone!”

As if it were news. As if they’d vanished from inside their temples that morning and not been slaughtered weeks before in an act of violence and betrayal and cruel vanity.

Dressed in a Ztenortha pilgrim’s gray wrappings and stukleather boots, Bail Organa—Bail of House Prestor, Royal Consort to the Queen of Alderaan, father of the crown’s heir, once senator of the Galactic Republic and now senator of the Galactic Empire—went unescorted and unrecognized among the mourners, shivering in the winter chill. Deep in the crowd he was mercifully alone, and even the ghosts who pursued him seemed lost in the throng.

The crowd squeezed together. The procession turned a corner and crept down a narrow tunnel. Slits in the primordial brickwork suggested the ruins of a fortress, where hidden soldiers might have once fired upon intruders besieging a keep. Bail kept his head bowed, to keep from stumbling as much as to avoid the prying eyes of hidden cams. The mob was not swift or belligerent, but it possessed the force and inertia of a glacier; to be caught underfoot was to be crushed.

The passage opened into a massive plaza dominated by an upright stone disk on a great dais. In ordinary times, the plaza harbored beggars and criers and would-be prophets, and the structures surrounding it hosted herbal-tea vendors and trinket dealers. It was, Bail had been told, one of eighty-eight such plazas in the Holy City and unremarkable in its sanctity. Only today the beggars and criers and prophets, and the merchants, too, had fled to make room for the endless procession. Of the thousands of mourners in the plaza, perhaps a hundred could squeeze onto the dais, and these crushed together, casting their bodies against the disk and turning it on its axis. Old men pushed on their knees, while a gargantuan Cragmoloid panted and groaned as he leaned onto the disk with his shoulders, eyes cast skyward with a look of profound grief. With every quarter turn, a dozen pilgrims scrambled away and others raced to replace them, ensuring that the grinding of stone went uninterrupted.

Weeping and screaming rose from all quarters, as the mourners were overwhelmed by purpose and ritual. “Master Tiin!” someone called, and another cried, “Sister!” A third began a litany: “Allie! O’ra’ve! Caladastorous!” But mostly the shouts were wordless and instinctive. Bail was tempted to join the chorus, but his was not a howling grief. Not a grief of helplessness, absent of responsibility. If he called out, his ghosts would hear, and the haunting would resume.

The current carried him inexorably toward the dais. A fainter cry rose in the distance: “Betrayers! Betrayers of the Republic!” Yet no one seemed to notice the protest.

He checked his timepiece and delayed climbing the dais steps as long as he could, but soon he was crammed among the mourners striving to rotate the disk. He found it difficult to gain traction—the dais and the carvings on the disk itself were worn smooth, and only the ubiquitous dust of the Holy City offered any purchase. He began to sweat as he pushed, despite the cold. Yet the disk was moving. It seemed that his efforts made no difference, that the larger and stronger mourners were entirely in control, yet he pushed anyway and stone scraped against stone.

To his right was a saffron-skinned Tarsunt in a worker’s jacket and rugged pants. The man was broad-shouldered but squat for his kind, and his wedge of a face turned to Bail and nodded slowly. “You should be home,” he said, “with your wife and newborn girl.”

I should, Bail thought. There was no use denying it. Instead he said, “And you, Admiral, have a fleet to command. But both of us are here.”

Each man returned his attention to the disk. It shrieked and moaned, turning another half a meter, before the admiral asked him, “Why?”

“Why am I here?”

“Yes.”

Bail tried to shrug, but it was impossible when his arms were straining against the stone. He felt likely to collapse if he unclenched his muscles. “You first,” he said.

Bail had never thought of Tarsunts as particularly strong, but the admiral seemed unwearied. It made Bail feel old and feeble—which he supposed he was nowadays. He certainly wasn’t young anymore.

“I saw the Jedi fight in battle after battle,” the admiral said, his body arched against the stone. “Some of their Order I monitored from a distance. Others I dined with, plotted with, shared barracks with in the field. I liked many of them, grew weary of others, but all earned my respect. All were brave and honorable guardians of the Republic.

“I don’t suppose that was true of every Jedi. No organization is free from corruption, and what the Jedi Council plotted in the end I cannot say. But the actions of the Jedi Knights I met are not darkened by the shadows of their masters. I refuse to believe they were less than what they appeared, no matter the Council’s treason.” He paused a moment, glancing at the crowd. “It seems I am not alone.”

“Not alone.” Bail had barely enough breath to speak. “But there was no vigil like this on Coruscant.”

“Nor on my world,” the admiral said, “nor on my brother’s, Alsakan. On Corellia, where I was stationed at war’s end, crowds in every city burned Jedi in effigy. Some blasted the Order for its betrayal, while others … others were merely tired and blamed the Jedi for failing to prevent the war entirely or to win it more swiftly.

“Here on Jedha we appear to be many. A million, perhaps, all visitors to this holy world. But scattered across the galaxy, returned to our home planets, we who remember the Jedi with fondness will be so very few.”

A surge of bitterness rose in Bail—directed at the admiral or the Emperor who had ended the Jedi Order or at the people who believed the Emperor’s lies. Directed at the stars themselves, for all it really mattered. He put his anger into his arms and pushed. The disk turned another half meter. Someone to Bail’s left slipped and fell, and there was a scramble to get the mourner upright.

“Why are you here, Bail?” the admiral asked again. It was not a kind or gentle question. Nor was it impatient, but it brooked no equivocation.

Bail’s anger subsided as swiftly as it had risen. What could he tell the admiral? He trusted the man; Bail would never have requested the meeting otherwise. But no single truth seemed sufficient. He could say he’d had Jedi friends, but that seemed trite; say he’d come to honor a woman who’d loved the Jedi dearly and who was now gone; or say it was a way of spitting in the face of the new regime. What he couldn’t do was admit the horror of what he knew—the secrets that had driven him from home and wife and daughter.

“When I was young,” Bail finally said, barely leaning upon the disk as he tried to regain his strength, “I met a Jedi who was involved in a family incident. I didn’t know him well—I thought I did, you know how children are—but I looked up to him. I told myself …” He remembered the face of his father and his complicated relationship with his grandfather, then hurried to find what mattered for this moment. “The Jedi Code meant something more real, more substantial, than any set of rules I’d been taught by the house tutors. I grew up among people who valued outcomes more than methods or people. I told myself that if I couldn’t live by Jedi virtues myself, I would assemble my own set to be proud of.”

The admiral showed no sign of hearing. Bail returned to pushing. His fingertips clawed at impossibly ancient carvings, dug out microscopic flecks of kyber crystal embedded within the rock, returning glory and power to the universe. The disk, the Stone of First Tears, turned, and as it turned, the spirits of the dead were milled to stardust, changed from restless wraiths into the energy of life, to be reborn in myriad forms. So the legend went.

Bail put no stock in that particular legend, but rituals had potency all the same. He wished he could tap into the power of the stone and feel what the mourners around him seemed to feel, instead of aching and groaning and pitying himself, along with the whole damned galaxy.

Then the full quarter turn was complete, and the admiral pulled Bail away as others rushed to take their places. Bail was part of the procession again, forced to make each step with tired legs.

“What would you ask of me?” the admiral murmured. “Your access to secrets is greater than mine.”

Bail shook his head and huddled closer to his companion. He was overheated despite the cold, doubtless stinking of sweat, but they couldn’t afford to be heard now. “The intelligence services are stonewalling. I’ve made demands in public, pleas through back channels, but they aren’t listening. The new regime …” Careful, now. Don’t scare him off. Don’t talk about things he doesn’t already know. “You saw Palpatine’s proclamation when he declared himself Emperor. He said the Jedi were corrupt from top to bottom. That was his entire justification for wiping them from existence! But an act like that, to annihilate a whole culture, to put an ancient and respected religion to death—”

“—demands a high bar of proof.” The admiral cut him off. “One the Emperor has not offered, despite his evidence against individual wrongdoers. I concur, but you sit on the Senate Intelligence Oversight Committee. I say again, your access—”

“My access should be greater than yours. But times are changing, my friend. The intelligence services may accommodate an admiral when they won’t give a senator a polite word. I don’t expect you to work miracles, but you and I would both like to see the regime’s evidence against the Jedi in full. Even if Palpatine’s already signed their death warrant.”

The admiral grunted and nodded. “Signed the warrant and carried out the sentence.” He appeared to consider the request. “You’ll promise a full and public hearing?”

“If it’s within my power.”

“I’ll make the inquiries and call in favors owed. We’ll see if it does any good—even those who worked alongside the Jedi have become embittered toward the Order. But ask for nothing else, and attach my name to none of it. The military cannot be drawn into political affairs, especially with the peace as tentative as it is.”

“More than fair.” More than Bail had expected, as well. He hoped his expression conveyed appreciation and not merely surprise.

They shuffled forward and left the Stone of First Tears, departing the dais. The procession’s route would continue for a kilometer, though Bail could already see tributaries spilling into side streets as mourners returned to their lodgings or visited the temples and churches of sympathetic sects. Bail believed at first that his conversation with the admiral was over, but the man stuck close to him—closer than even the crowding required—and spoke again: “There is another question I’d like answered. Another truth that the new regime has obscured.”

“Tell me.”

The admiral was silent awhile, but when he spoke his voice was resolved. “Why did the Jedi Council do what it did? Why did the masters attempt to assassinate Supreme Chancellor Palpatine? Regardless of whether any Jedi beyond that inner circle was involved, the question remains, and it troubles me. What did they hope to gain? How could the righteous fall so far, with none outside their ranks suspecting?

“Were I in your position,” the admiral went on, “that is what would concern me most. I can only serve my superiors. You are a senator, and you serve the interests of your people.”

He waited for Bail to answer, but Bail did not speak. Then the admiral began to separate himself from Bail, pushing forward meter by meter to overtake the procession’s natural pace. Bail did not pursue. It was best if they weren’t seen together, and who could say who was watching in the depths of the Holy City?

Still, the admiral’s questions had been wise and thoughtful. They were also ones Bail had answered to his own satisfaction the day the Jedi had died. Supreme Chancellor Palpatine—the man who had declared himself Emperor—had committed greater and darker crimes and been possessed of more terrible ambitions than anyone had predicted. The Jedi had learned the truth and, for better or worse, had taken it upon themselves to stop a warmonger, a child slayer, a monster. They had failed.

That had been the end of the Jedi.

Bail knew these things. His friends and allies among the Jedi Order had told him, and he had incriminated himself helping them to find safety in the far reaches of the galaxy. But he had no evidence, let alone proof. All he could do to exorcise his ghosts was clear the names of the dead and hope for a better tomorrow.

Perhaps then he could look at his wife and daughter and believe he had done his duty. Even if he had failed to do enough.

He walked on, away from the plaza and into narrow streets bordered by crumbling towers, until a rumble of thunder shook him from his reverie. He was puzzled until he saw the crowd shift nervously around him and he heard sharper wails, desperate cries from somewhere in the distance. He looked behind him and saw a shock wave ripple through the throng as those far behind pushed forward faster, away from whatever horror they had encountered.

The crowd began to run.

In an instant there was chaos. Mourners fell, trampled by other mourners. People called out for one another, cried for help from anyone who would hear. Bail was shoved ahead, jostled, and though he tried to catch hold of a hand rising from the cobblestones and aid some poor soul, he was swept away by the tide, and all he could do was fight to stay upright. Something—an elbow, perhaps—boxed him in one ear and left him reeling. He was turned around and battered, tried to ward off the barrage of bodies and shield his face, then somehow turned again and ran with the others. The road channeled them forward. There was nowhere to escape to.

How long it went on he wasn’t sure. He had impressions of pain, of his body—weak from the task of rotating the stone—being dashed against flesh and chitin and ancient brickwork. For a while, he wrapped his arm around the shoulders of an elderly woman—whether coaxing her forward or leaning on her for support, he was uncertain. He tried to do what he could. He could do very little.

Later, sitting in the dust of a dead-end alcove too small to be called an alley, he laughed bleakly and wiped the blood from his face. He listened to news feeds about a bomber, someone determined to follow the lead of the Empire and wipe the Jedi and all their supporters from the galaxy, and he tried not to think about the people he’d seen crushed in the stampede. He felt filthy, tainted by death and his own exhilaration at fighting for life. He felt unworthy of his daughter—the last gift of another dead friend. The gift of a woman who’d died along with the Jedi, and who’d known a Jedi’s love.

He felt unworthy of the Jedi. Their burden was nonetheless his. It had to be, lest it become Leia’s. He was her father, not her mentor or guardian, and he would do anything to carry that weight himself.
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CHAPTER 2

Regeneration

What surprised Soujen most was how quickly the war had ended. That and the Jedi, but the Jedi had never been important in the grand scheme of things.

He’d watched the war’s end from a somnolent state, his neural pathways stimulated to induce a so-called “slow sleep” as the pod fed him news feeds and intercepted communiqués. He dreamed of Separatist fleets besieging Republic worlds, mechanical armies landing on planets untouched by conflict for millennia. He imagined workers cheering in the droid factories and freedom fighters in the Rhanipur Belt fluttering in celebration, all of them relieved that the terrible deal the Separatist Confederacy had made—the choice to sell itself to corporate masters in return for a chance at self-determination—had proved wise.

Yet his dreams hadn’t ended there. Phantasms had cascaded over his unconscious mind, revealing the Republic’s ruthless assassination of Separatist military leadership. He’d watched armies crumble with their commanders gone. In his state of slow sleep, he’d been unsure what was real data and what were his own nightmares. Had a billion or more droids all gone dormant at once? Had the Executive Council surrendered or been slaughtered by the Jedi mystics?

That last one didn’t matter. The Jedi were gone now, the Republic’s self-proclaimed guardians massacred when they’d sought to overthrow their own government amid the chaos. Thus wounded, the Republic, too, had died, and from its ashes now rose a Galactic Empire. Soujen saw that the war was well and truly over and that nothing could ever be set right.

That it happened at all wasn’t surprising. But no one—not Soujen Vak-Nhalis and not his makers—had expected it to happen so fast.
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How long had it been since the war’s end? Why hadn’t someone retrieved him? His cybernetic implants might have told him, but in the slow sleep he found his interest diminished. For Soujen there was peace in dreams and nightmares—a sapping of rage that left him resigned, if not content.

A vague sense of motion reached him inside his pod, along with fever chills and an almost ecstatic exhaustion. He did check his implants then, and the pod’s computer reported that his slow sleep was ending. He began to hear noises—actual noises transmitted via eardrum instead of implants—and after a while he recognized them. The sound of screaming was distorted by the fluid barrier, muffled by the pod, but it was familiar. He smiled.

Then he was awake, heaving his body upright. He shivered as a chemical bath poured off his arms, spilled over the pod’s sides, and drummed onto a metal floor. He smelled soap and remembered to breathe, vaulted out of the pod, and allowed the stabilizers drilled into his knees’ dermal plating to restore his balance and prevent him from toppling. The pod had kept his muscles from atrophying, but it would take him some moments to remember how to stand and walk. He’d been warned of as much.

Someone was shouting in the next room. Soujen surveyed his surroundings, taking in bulkheads and straps and temperature control units, filthy walls and dim lights. He was in a cargo bay, and though the world seemed half a dream, he was confident he was someplace he’d never been before—a fact that was not inherently concerning, though by the oscillations underfoot and the whiff of acrid smoke, he concluded that whatever ship he was aboard was damaged and listing. He wondered whether his pod had been programmed to release him in the event of its imminent destruction.

He narrowed his focus to the open doorway as a flash of crimson light illuminated an outer passage. Blasterfire, along with more screams.

A figure stumbled into view. One of the galaxy’s countless humans, but this one was notable for the weeping red blisters covering her face. She looked surprised to see Soujen and coughed wetly before staggering toward Soujen’s pod.

His thoughts remained placid even as his dual hearts beat swiftly and his muscles tensed. The immediate threat was reassuring—danger reduced the scope of his decision-making. He did not need to dwell upon where he was. He suspected the woman had been affected by a bioweapon—maybe a nerve agent, noncontagious and slow-acting. What she wanted from his pod was a mystery, but he’d seen enough people dying in pain to know rationality fled with life.

He would’ve killed her—out of mercy or prudence, he couldn’t honestly say—yet her pursuer did the job first, dropping her with a shot to the back. Soujen instinctively stepped out of the newcomer’s line of fire, but the man was inside the cargo bay and adjusting his aim before Soujen had shifted more than a meter.

“Stop!” the man called.

As Soujen braced to leap, the man snapped two more bolts from his rifle. The air sizzled with blue light, and Soujen felt heat over his shoulder, watched error codes waterfall over his field of view and obstruct his natural sight as his implants rebooted.

That surprised him—no one had ever damaged his implants before. As his vision cleared, he listened to the man say again, “Stop.”

The man held his weapon—a clone-army carbine, its black metal scratched and scarred—with the ease of a trained soldier. He appeared wary but not tense. “You felt it?” the man asked. “Ion output is four times standard. Plays havoc with augs and machine parts.”

Soujen looked from the weapon to the man’s face. This being, too, was human—dark-haired and dark-skinned, scarred as his blaster. Somewhere beneath the callus of violence might have been a relatively young man, but Soujen couldn’t be sure. Among his own kind, among the Alvadorjian clans, Soujen could have judged the weathering of scalp plating or the eyespots on neck and throat—the colorful whorls and dots that spread with age, serving no purpose but to designate wisdom.

“I felt it,” Soujen said, because answering bought him time. The deck quaked. He could no longer smell the chemical fires over the char and fluids of the woman, whose body slumped by the pod.

“Do you know?” the man asked. “About the Empire?”

Soujen judged his distance from the man. Six meters. Easy enough to cross, but with Soujen’s balance still off and his implants still resetting from the ion blast, he put his odds of living at no better than fifty-fifty.

The man was laughing. “I know that look. You’re deciding how to kill me.”

“I am,” Soujen said. He’d never been much of a liar.

“Then we’ll postpone the speeches. I know what you are. I know how you came to be here and why these pirates took you.” The man gestured with one hand at the body or the pod. His weapon remained level. “You can come with me, or you can go down with the ship.”

Soujen weighed his options. The deck bucked again, and he heard metal tear somewhere above.

“I’ll go with you,” he said.

The man squinted and smiled as if to say, I know a rascal like you won’t stop trying to kill me. Soujen’s uncle had smiled that way when Soujen had tried to sneak sweets.

They left the cargo hold together, performing a cautious waltz so that neither left the other’s sight. Out in the hallway, smoke billowed from side passages while maintenance panels sparked. The passage was broad but low-ceilinged, laid with tracks and rails for ultrawide loading vehicles.

“Old Krezchak’s crew has been busy, pillaging every Separatist installation in eight sectors,” the man said. “Pity we couldn’t cut a deal with him. Pity he wouldn’t surrender his ship and cargo. But don’t pity the pirate himself.” The man gestured toward a corpse splayed out on the deck. Old Krezchak, Soujen assumed, though the name meant nothing.

The man kept talking. “Wherever he found you, the Separatists must have left quite the stash. He was taking you to Kafrene—said he planned to sell his plunder at auction, blasters and chemicals and your pod. Pod was priced at a million credits, but I doubt he appreciated what he had.”

That fit with what little Soujen knew, and it explained what had happened to the woman contaminated by the bioweapon. He confirmed his databank was functional again and checked his records—there had been nearly a kiloliter of gray Syntox in storage with him, enough poison to putrefy a small moon. If pirates had found him, if they hadn’t understood what they were looting when they hauled the pod and the Syntox canisters aboard the ship …

It was a waste, Soujen thought. Such a waste.

They moved through the vessel as rapidly as caution allowed. The screams and the blasterfire had tapered off, and roaring flames nearly drowned out the distressed whine of the ship’s reactor. The two reached a hatch, and Soujen’s companion crouched to open it. Chill air rushed out, smelling of sweat and alien beasts instead of murder and catastrophe.

“You don’t ask a lot of questions,” the man said.

“No.”

“You’re like one of their droids.”

This irked Soujen, but he didn’t object. He’d been called far worse.

“You have a name?” the man asked.

“I’m Hress,” Soujen said.

The lie was unnecessary. Still, after such a short time awake, he’d barely returned to himself. This man had earned nothing of Soujen’s soul or his person—the child of the Nahasta clan, the Alvadorjian, the son of his fathers, the sacrifice in a galaxy of injustice. The truth of Soujen was quiescent while matters of life and death were addressed.

It was not for a doomed stranger to awaken that truth.

The man descended first, dropping over the lip of the hatch in an unbroken motion. Soujen saw his opportunity and half rolled, half dived into the hatch in an effort to land on his adversary’s spine. Instead his hands and feet landed hard on another deck. He launched forward, his body low and compact, while his eyes adjusted to the brighter light in a cleaner, utilitarian corridor. Breaking the man’s back would’ve made things simple, but he had other resources ready to deploy.

He felt like a fool when he saw, clamped to the bulkhead beside him, the metal cylinder of an ion mine. He drew breath to curse and attempted to sprint past the device, but he knew he’d been beaten as he saw the flash. His readouts died. As his brain returned to hibernation, he heard, “My name is Saw Gerrera, and you belong in your grave.”
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CHAPTER 3

The Politics of Victory

From the proper angle, you couldn’t see the wreckage at all. The fires had long since gone cold, and smoke and dust no longer darkened the air. The skyscrapers encircling the impact points obscured any sight lines from outside the zone, as long as you didn’t take a flier directly above. There wasn’t even much missing from the skyline up close—a spire here, a platform there, but the landmarks were all intact. The endless cityscape dominated Coruscant as it had since time immemorial, with its thousands of stacked levels resting on a rocky core that no one had much thought about in living memory.

Ride a shuttle past the air barricades, though, past the New Neimoidia Hotel and taking a left at the Museum of Contemporary Music (closed until further notice), and the damage became apparent. Coruscant was wounded, and though newly erected skybridges and gravity platforms patched the upper levels, beneath there was only ruin. The sturdier buildings had been sheared in half by falling debris, leaving the innards of offices and apartments and shops clearly visible. Less fortunate structures had been smashed to pieces—their highest stories devastated and their lower stories pulverized as the highest stories crumpled inward. The farther down into Coruscant you went, the more complete the destruction became. Three weeks after the disaster, no one had even cleared the debris from the housing blocks and clinics four hundred levels beneath the apex.

Mon Mothma had seen the HoloNet images. But to be surrounded by the devastation, swallowed by the canyon gouged into the cityscape, was something freshly appalling.

The others felt it, too. “Where are the ships?” someone asked. “I thought there would be ships.” But one of their guides from the Engineer Corps answered that the ships had broken apart as they’d fallen through the atmosphere. There were no intact hulls littering the surface, but dig far enough into the rubble and one could locate the cockpit of a Republic starfighter or the wings of a Separatist vulture droid. Someone else inquired about torpedo casings and turbolaser fire, and a military representative explained that—conspiracy theories aside—there had been no direct Separatist bombardment. The Siege of Coruscant had left tens of thousands dead and millions without homes, but it hadn’t been an attack meant to terrorize and cow the civilian population. The Separatists’ focus had been on the capitol and on the capture of the Supreme Chancellor. Everything else, every other horror, was collateral damage.

Surrounded by a dozen fellow senators and three times as many aides, engineers, medics, press officials, and thoroughly vetted refugees, Mon peered over the railing of the airspeeder as it surveyed the rehabilitation zone. Unseen particles stung her eyes as she watched construction droids and rescue workers scuttle among the ruins—no longer urgent and exhausted, but diligent and resigned. She only half listened to the patter around her but made sure to set her expression to something compassionate and somber. She shook her head in disbelief at the proper moments. Her dismay at what she witnessed was genuine, yet she’d learned long ago that what one felt was a poor substitute for what one clearly and concisely expressed. Being ready for cams and holofeeds at all times was a habit of mind.

The airspeeder let them off at a broken tram station, where another crowd waited. Mon smiled (neither too cheerfully nor too sadly) and ventured forth to clasp hands and listen to stories and offer consolation and, when the opportunity arose, make points to the droid reporter tailing her about the need for galaxy-wide relief efforts. She managed not to laugh, even when a rodent-faced safety inspector made one of the bleakest jokes she’d ever heard, and she managed to say something she hoped wasn’t overly trite to the woman begging for help locating her missing child.

Next to the tragedy, the droid’s inquiries felt farcical. “I have a question about the Delegation of Two Thousand,” the machine said as the group proceeded into the hollowed-out shell of a skyscraper. “Senator Mothma, you were one of the organizers and primary sponsors of the delegation. You signed a petition toward the end of the war—”

That’s not a question, Mon thought, not looking at the droid.

“—a petition that called on the Supreme Chancellor to immediately surrender his emergency powers and begin peace talks with the Separatists. Looking back, how do you justify undermining military leadership and requesting concessions for war criminals on the eve of our greatest victory?”

The droid was a freshly programmed agent of the new Imperial news service. Mon found the attack as predictable as it was absurd. She’d grown used to being portrayed as a coward and a turncoat for her efforts to counter the chancellor’s power grabs, and her answer was well practiced: “Had the chancellor chosen to keep the Senate fully informed of his military strategy, the delegation might have approached the matter differently. As it was, I had to fulfill my vow to the Republic—as I gladly uphold my vows to the Empire today. Relitigating the past instead of focusing on rebuilding is the last thing we need.”

It was a statement that would win no supporters, but it wouldn’t lose her any, either. Galaxy-wide, her approval ratings were poor and falling. On Chandrila, where it mattered most, she had middling approval and years to go until she was up for re-election. She had all the wiggle room she needed.

“Is it true you’ve considered resigning?”

“No,” she said.

“Rumor is that you’ve been approached about speakership of the Chandrilan House of Representatives—”

“No.”

Not true, and I wouldn’t be tempted if it were. She was hard-pressed, but she’d never been one to surrender when the odds were against her. Or to pursue local planetary politics.

The droid hadn’t finished. “About those vows … you were arrested on charges of disloyalty shortly after Palpatine’s ascension to Galactic Emperor. How can the public believe your dedication to the Empire is sincere?”

This attack, too, was predictable, and Mon should have parried it casually, made an unctuous statement about how the Empire represented an evolution of the Republic, argued that the Emperor represented the highest of Republic ideals, so how could her loyalty have changed? She could’ve quibbled with the use of arrested, pointing out that it was officially a detention authorized by a mid-level lackey and that no charges had been brought—but the words wouldn’t come. Her body resisted, back in the coffin again, and her smile feigned to conceal an irrational panic. “My dedication is what it’s always been,” she said, hearing the sharpness in her tone.

“Given your sympathy for the Separatist cause, what can the public expect as former Separatist worlds are reintegrated into the Imperial Senate? Many Coruscanti citizens are justifiably concerned about handing power to enemy agents who devastated this world only weeks ago—”

Was she still smiling? Her face was turning numb, and the droid’s words were difficult to hear. She started to say something—anything, she’d find something to say—when another voice broke in.

“I think that’s hardly an appropriate question, given the circumstances. The victims of the Siege of Coruscant deserve our full attention. We can talk about politics back at the Senate.”

And with that, the droid’s attention shifted, and Mon felt a mixture of rage and embarrassment and utter relief. She’d been rescued, which was a miracle. She’d needed rescue, which was humiliating.

Her savior—now exchanging niceties with the droid as he gently corralled the machine toward a gaggle of engineers—was Lud Marroi, longtime senator from Cerberon, a broad-faced and dark-haired gentleman who gave off the air of a dignified older statesman despite being two years younger than Mon. She tried to relax her shoulders and shake the tension of the moment, watching Lud until a construction worker approached her. She made herself smile thoughtfully again, turn to the woman, and shake off memories of her arrest and her coffin cell and her torture, to focus on someone else’s troubles.
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As usual, their conversation began with sports. That was what they’d first bonded over a decade ago: Negotiating a tariff overhaul had drained them to exhaustion, and they’d slipped out of the Senate chambers to a smashball bar. They’d spent hours watching holos of no-name Expansion Region teams battling it out in the Overring Tournament. They’d sipped wine, later switched to brandy, and learned to laugh at each other.

Until that day, Mon had loathed Lud Marroi. She’d openly scorned his affected parochial speech; his hypocritical protectionism (always right for his homeworld, never for the rest of the Republic); and, worse, his willingness to court voters who were isolationist at best and xenophobic at worst. Yet gradually she’d begun to like the man. She’d found herself looking forward to sharing committee assignments with him and discussing smashball and ceramics. With some reluctance, she’d realized they’d become friends.

She’d asked Lud once about his retrograde policies. He’d turned very serious and told her, “The Cerberon worlds orbit a black hole that will one day swallow us up. Every time my constituents look at the sky, they’re reminded of our culture’s mortality. I like being a senator. I like talking and I like the attention, same as you. But I take my people seriously, and I don’t blame them for their anger or their grief. I represent them, and they deserve to be heard.”

Mon hadn’t been persuaded, but she’d begun to recognize a secondary foundation to their friendship: In a Senate full of members appointed by their worlds’ leaders, who’d inherited their roles by birthright or who’d gone through every imaginable trial except a democratic election, Mon and Lud understood what it meant to campaign and compromise and await the verdict of their people. They understood who they spoke for, and they felt the weight of that responsibility.

Now the tour of the wreckage was over, and they’d slipped away from press and aides and come to a droid-staffed diner on Coruscant’s 4643rd level, where no one seemed likely to recognize them and no one would care if they did.

“I can’t keep up with it,” Mon said. She took a bite of orobird eggshells. The bitterness balanced the sweet goo of the yolks. “Every day, there’s some new edict from the grand vizier citing the Emperor’s authority, judicial appointments no one asked for, an entirely new plan for this regional governor business … they’re deliberately burying us in changes.”

“You’re giving them too much credit.” Lud gestured with his sausage before biting off one end. “They’re boys given the keys to the store, making up rules as they go. Once the adults corral them, it’ll all settle down, and half those edicts will end up like …” He frowned, bringing his bushy eyebrows together in a V. It was a look Mon had come to find charming, though she knew better than to say it. “Law on the records so absurdly archaic it’s become unenforceable.”

“On Chandrila, offworlders are technically trespassers if they enter public property without a parkland visa.” She held a hand up, beckoned for silence as she took another bite. “You can’t tell me you’re comfortable with all this. Forget the ‘Galactic Empire’ business. The renaming is symbolism—it’s theater. It’s absurd and offensive, and it has absolutely no power without the law to back it up. But this effort to intimidate senators and steal authority for the executive … even you, Lud—”

“Yes, even me, thank you.” He shook his head. “I hear you, Mon, I do. From your vantage—and mine, too—we see an administration riding the coattails of victory to grab wildly at every level of power. But would you be half as outraged if you agreed with Palpatine’s policies?”

“Which policies? The kleptocratic economics or the populist scaremongering?”

Lud grunted. She rarely baited him so, but she was in a mood.

“Then forget the job for a second,” he said. “Forget you’re obsessed with the inner workings of government and spend your days with people who share your obsession. When you’re riding to your office, or—or sitting in a diner eating food that was clearly thawed moments ago—tell me things don’t feel more normal than they have in ages. Tell me you’re not finally catching your breath with the war over.”

He was right, in the way Lud occasionally was right. For three years, they’d all lived in existential fear. Now Palpatine was Emperor and the galaxy was changing and it was all so ordinary. Except when it wasn’t.

She considered arguing with him. She could say that just because Palpatine’s desire for greater authority wasn’t new didn’t mean it wasn’t a profound threat. He would say that executive authority had always waxed and waned within the Republic. She would call the Emergency Powers Act unprecedented. He would point out that the act was popular and had been in place throughout the war years, and the Senate still functioned just fine. She would say that things were different now, that during wartime the struggle for power had been a secondary concern compared with securing the peace, but now—

But now there was peace. And they were back to that.

“I do feel like I’m catching my breath,” she finally said. “But only so I can run again.”

“The war changed us all,” Lud said. “It makes it difficult to trust.”

There was nothing teasing in his tone.

They ate awhile in silence, and eventually Mon asked whether he’d seen the latest from the grand vizier. Lud delicately changed the topic, and she took the hint, putting talk of government aside so they could debate trends in neo-revivalist architecture and other rubbish neither of them knew much about. They finished their meals and split the bill and debated sharing a taxi before deciding no, better not—the media had caught them together once today already. Once was fine, once was a demonstration of nonpartisan fair-mindedness, but twice showed an absence of conviction and a willingness to fraternize with the enemy. Politics was a strange game, but they both knew the rules.

They were standing under the diner’s awning, watching the first fat drops of rain smack on the boulevard, when Lud—quiet and almost casual—said, “The intelligence services. They’re monitoring us. Looking for signs of disloyalty.”

The rain smelled like oil. The droplets on the street traced the labyrinthine outlines of the skyscrapers and platforms that blocked the clouds. “‘Monitoring’ how?”

“Monitoring. More than tracking headlines and less than tailing every Senate staffer and tapping every call. I don’t know how serious they are or how many senators they really care about or what they’re doing with the information they collect. I don’t know whether the Imperial Security Bureau or Imperial Intelligence is taking lead. I don’t even know what they define as disloyalty. But given your involvement with the Delegation of Two Thousand and—”

The arrest, she thought, but he said only, “—the incident after the Emperor’s ascension, I imagine you’re high on somebody’s list.”

“That’s madness,” she said softly. “Who told you this?”

“A friend in the administration. No one directly involved, and if he had the details, he wouldn’t tell me, but I trust his sources and I’m not giving you his name. I just want you to be careful what you say and where. No joking about strangling Palpatine or wishing—”

“What are they thinking?” she said. Lud had access to the right people, and he’d never been one to spread rumors—Mon had no reason to doubt him. Yet the whole notion was loathsome and baffling. “Is the grand vizier afraid of a revolt inside the Senate? Who’s running things over there?”

“I’m not sure even they know. Everyone’s vying to become intelligence chief, which is why this is probably some half-baked initiative from an ambitious ladder climber. I genuinely don’t believe you’re in danger, Mon. But I don’t want that to change, either.”

“Palpatine wants to be a dictator. He wants to be a dictator, and everyone else wants to prove their loyalty in case he gets his wish.” She wasn’t really talking to Lud anymore, but she had to say it aloud.

“They’ll settle down,” Lud said. “Boys with the keys to the store. Just wait it out.”

She forgot to thank him until he was already hurrying down the street, hands clasped over his head as if he could shield himself from the rainstorm. She’d never told Lud what had happened when she was arrested.
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The rest of the day was all interviews, conference calls, and “constituent services”—a broad category of demoralizing tasks in which Mon reviewed requests for aid from Chandrilan citizens, donors, and midsize organizations, and tried to use the limited pull she had left to help them navigate the ballooning Imperial bureaucracy. Mon’s chief of staff was nowhere to be found—she suspected he was looking for an employer with brighter prospects—and her personal aide, Zhuna, was out sick, bravely and ineffectually attempting to fulfill her duties via droids and couriers. It left little time for Mon to dwell on Lud’s warning until she returned to her apartment that night.

There was a damp patch on the living room carpet where the ceiling was dripping. Coruscant’s weather-control systems hadn’t been quite right since the Separatist attack, and like most of the city’s buildings, her housing block hadn’t been built for long stretches of precipitation. She called out to Perrin, but her husband was gone—maybe drinking, maybe gambling. She wondered sometimes, but they had their arrangement. She put in a maintenance request and gave herself over to the gravitational pull of her home office, where the arms of a chair purchased from a Nikto artisan awaited. Furniture was always faithful.

She looked into the darkness of the cityscape, millions of lights in millions of windows acting as understudies to the shrouded stars. She supposed any one of those windows could contain an agent of the intelligence services, observing her with some macroscope that pierced her civilian-issue privacy screens. On an inexplicable whim, she pasted a smile on her lips, waved at the cityscape, and called, “You bastards can watch, but you’ll never see your end coming.”

They were only doing their jobs, she supposed. Same as she was. Still, it felt good.

That done, she unlocked a desk drawer and withdrew a datapad. She skimmed over the list displayed. Among the more recent entries were:


Grand Vizier Amedda’s “true Imperial citizens” speech

Relief shipments to Cato Neimoidia held up

Replacement of Republic credits with Imperial credits (now with unspecified “safeguards”)

Renaming of Parnarosis 3

Chief justice administrator fired after eight days on the job



The war was over. Instead of people dying by the millions every day, there was stability—and surely the price was low enough. What did it matter if ruined sectors of Cato Neimoidia were denied water and medicine because one of Palpatine’s rivals publicly mocked the new regime? What did it matter if the memory of the dead Jedi Master Parnarosis was wiped from the galaxy and replaced by a dead warlord? Could Mon say she’d never voted for worse?

Most of it, she imagined, wasn’t even Palpatine. It was his damned supporters, imperialist true believers and power-hungry sycophants alike, who were running wild. Who knew what Palpatine wanted—besides loyalty and control—when he’d given his beasts free rein?

She paused and added a new line to the document:


Spying on political enemies



The end of the war was a miracle, but the price of peace was growing. They’d been an Empire for less than a month. How long would they be tallying the cost?
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CHAPTER 4

An Audacious Refuge

“For these reasons and others, I am requesting a full investigation of the circumstances surrounding the attempt on then–Supreme Chancellor Palpatine’s life, the directive designating the Jedi Order as a hostile actor, the clone army’s tactical protocols for confronting Jedi combatants, and the treatment of juvenile Jedi combatants by our military. This investigation must be carried out by an independent coalition of military and civilian justice workers, or else the Senate will be forced to step in.”

Bail barely heard the words as he spoke them. He stood on a supervisor’s perch overlooking the factory floor of Eurivos HoloDynamics—one of the last manufacturing companies still operating on Coruscant’s upper levels, and a fitting venue for what he’d promised would be a speech on industrial revitalization. The sparse audience shifted uneasily beneath sheets of glittering mirrors and prisms waiting to be laser-cut into holoprojector components. Some present were employees drafted into attendance—mostly nonhuman, working-class, and politically nonaligned. Some were Alderaanian expatriates come to see their homeworld’s senator out of enthusiasm or curiosity. A few were fervent imperialists, believers in Palpatine’s new order who were bent on chronicling the acts of politicians they deemed opponents of the administration. There were no representatives of the press, but a few cam droids floated listlessly about the floor.

Bail felt frustration, irritation, bitterness at the reception, but no surprise. He tried to keep his tone both dignified and pointed as he went on. “No one can expect perfect understanding amid the fog of war. I imagine the administration”—he lied grudgingly, but there were norms to follow—“acquitted itself admirably in those chaotic final days of the war. But it is important to know exactly what our leaders knew and when, and to hold them accountable. With the military continuing to hunt any Jedi on the run, we must arm ourselves with the information to judge which tactics are wise and which are”—the prompter hovering in front of him said irregular—“savage and cruel. We defeated the likes of General Grievous. Let us not imitate our foes in victory.”

He wrapped up with the uncontroversial boilerplate, reiterating the need to improve medical support for clone veterans and thanking Eurivos HoloDynamics for hosting the gathering. The visiting attendees began drifting away. The floor supervisor was ushering workers back to their stations before Bail even made it to the exit.

He’d given this speech or variations thereof half a dozen times since the end of the war and Palpatine’s ascension to Emperor. The first had garnered minor interest from members of the press and public interested in the Alderaanian firebrand’s take on the changing status quo; he’d even spotted an intern from the grand vizier’s office. But reactions had grown increasingly tepid in the weeks since, as the Jedi had faded from public interest and it had become clear Bail was still what he’d been for the past decade—an irritant to greater powers, not a threat to them. Today was his first appearance since returning from Jedha, and it was the most dispiriting yet.

His staffers clustered around him as they all made their way toward a waiting speeder. Someone passed him a comlink, and he attached the earpiece. Breha’s voice came through and immediately his muscles relaxed. He became more aware of his breathing and his pace and his body. His wife, as always, was his salvation.

“How did it go?” she asked. “Your chief of staff says you went off script.”

“My chief of staff should complain to me himself instead of dragging you into this. Yes, I slipped. But I told you about Jedha. Palpatine’s got people so riled up, they’re killing us just for mourning our losses.”

“Imperialist supporters still baiting you?”

“They didn’t even bother heckling.”

“Which offended you—”

“Of course not. Maybe.” He sighed. “I’m not trying to make enemies. Truly, I’m not—I don’t need more. It’s just …”

He trailed off. Breha waited awhile before asking, “Just what? Your instinct is to fight, but I want to hear you say how. Tell me the strategy. Or tell me you’re sure and that I should trust you. Either will do.”

Bail grunted. She was right, of course, about him acting on instinct. Instinct had led him well in life, and sometimes picking it apart, delving into the plan his subconscious had cobbled together, felt like second-guessing himself. He did his best for her sake. “Yes, part of it is stubbornness, I’ll concede that.” To you and no one else. “Part of it, though … we can’t let the Jedi slip out of the public eye, and no one else is talking about them. We—I—need to stay on message.

“But most of it”—he didn’t know how the sentence would end as he felt his way along its contours—“is about the people who aren’t at the rallies. Palpatine has turned so many against the Jedi and made the Order into villains, yet I promise you not everyone believes it. For the people who are scared to speak out, who don’t want to be tarred by their neighbors as Separatist sympathizers and who can’t afford a ticket to Jedha—or who just want to keep their heads down? I have to speak for them. I have the platform, and the administration won’t touch me. I have a responsibility.”

Breha said nothing. Bail lowered his voice so that not even his staffers could hear. “Besides, everyone will care again once the truth comes out, once they have something concrete to get behind. I need to stand firm until then.”

“Is it possible,” Breha asked, “that you’re overestimating the number of people who are silent and scared? Not everyone loved the Jedi like you—for most people they’ve always been distant—and Palpatine is very popular.”

“No. They’re out there, Breha. They are.”

She didn’t believe him. He knew that and he could live with that, but he didn’t intend to argue. They said their goodbyes and promised to see each other at home, and Bail piled into the speeder with his staff and headed off for the next meeting or rally or fundraiser or whatever was on the schedule. As he did, he thought about just how untouchable he was and how he knew the administration wouldn’t come after him—not yet.

They’d arrested him already along with Mon Mothma and dozens of other senators in the days after the proclamation of Empire. Most of those taken had been prominent signatories to the Petition of 2,000—the delegation’s earlier call to strip Palpatine of his emergency powers had been reinterpreted as an act of treason. Security officers had shut Bail in a comfortable cell, given him access to news feeds and datapads and most anything he’d asked for, and all he’d had to do to secure his release had been to pledge his loyalty to the new regime—to treat the whole affair like politics instead of like the atrocity it was and assure everyone that the Emperor was legitimate. He’d agreed—for his own sake, for the sake of his family, for the sake of the galaxy—and he’d kept within the boundaries of political dialogue since then. He’d kept words like tyrant and massacre out of his speeches, even when the implication was there.

The Emperor was a monster. But Bail was convinced that the arrests had been a bluff—an attempt to scare the Senate into compliance, because Palpatine still needed them and didn’t fear senators the way he feared the Jedi. Palpatine wouldn’t come after Bail until Bail demonstrated he was a true danger to the regime.

Which meant Palpatine was unaware that Bail knew the truth. Bail knew how Palpatine had risen to power, and that was a danger.

Bail was protected until he wasn’t. With every word he spoke, every ripple he made, the Emperor might become more suspicious. A sort of countdown had begun, and Bail could not slow it; he could only accelerate his own exposure.

Which meant he had to work fast.
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CHAPTER 5

A Mission of Vengeance

Soujen woke amid the odors of stone and soil, his body damp and sore and sprawled across a cot. He identified his surroundings as a cell, whether for a hermit or a prisoner, and opened his eyes with unhurried interest. Particles of dust eddied in the sickly light of overheads, clouding what appeared to be an alcove laser-hewn from a natural cave. A gap like a doorway led to a tunnel beyond, but there was no door, and his limbs were unbound.

If he was a prisoner, his chains were subtle.

He recalled the fight aboard the pirate ship, his meeting with the man called Saw, and his own neglect at being caught in the ion blast. He swallowed his humiliation and ran his implants’ diagnostics. His vision shifted through the spectra, and he tasted the grit and bacteria on his tongue with artificial acuity. Notifications blinked onto his retinas as his weapons and muscular enhancements reported full function. His power source—the diatium-baradium cell that sat heavy in his lower abdomen—was undamaged. It might last a dozen more years, though neither Soujen nor those who’d made him had ever planned for him to survive that long.

He confirmed that the trigger mechanism for his self-destruct remained intact, and the normalcy of it all struck him then. He’d adapted well to the implants. He tried to recall his awkwardness after the initial surgery, but those memories were too foggy to grasp. They were like the holes in his databank—a darkness he could worry like a missing tooth, but harmless. His makers had hidden code from him and denied him access to certain files, yet what soldier ever knew everything his commanders intended?

He rose and reviewed his surroundings once more, half expecting to find a cam or laser tripwire. He found none and strolled out of his cell. Whatever his captors had planned, he saw no reason not to meet it directly.

He explored the tunnel and its branches, noting which passages bore lighting strips and which appeared unoccupied. He considered locating and disabling the power generator to take advantage of the resulting darkness, but as he was in no immediate danger, he chose to wander. Soujen was a violent man—his vocation demanded violence—yet he wasn’t cruel or bloodthirsty. And he wasn’t defenseless.

Eventually he heard voices, following them into a natural cavern hung with spiral stalactites stained by calcite and jade. A cord ladder on a jutting crag led down to an improvised mess, where a dozen individuals sat on rocks or supply crates. Most of the cavern’s occupants were eating from ration packs, while a few were engaged in conversation. Saw sat among the group, though he seemed to hold no place of honor.

Like Saw, most of the others were human, or close to it. They were filthy and scarred and built like soldiers. Some carried blasters or kept blasters close at hand. One young woman wore a bandolier of knives, in the habit of Primtara-sector mercenaries. Another carried a bulky device Soujen took for a Corporate Sector riot-control cannon.

“You said we’d hit back,” the woman with the knives said. She was looking at Saw. “Robbing supply convoys isn’t hitting back. Wiring tunnels isn’t hitting back.”

“Then tell me,” Saw asked, “what would you do in my position?”

The woman shrugged. “Trash a guard post. Shoot some clones.”

“Clones are like battle droids. They’re not the enemy—they’re weapons of the enemy, and the enemy can always manufacture more.” Saw ran a gloved hand through his hair—a strange, deliberate gesture that struck Soujen as almost scripted. “For now, all we can do is make the cost of pursuing us too high.”

“‘For now,’” said the woman carrying the cannon. She was older than the knife carrier, with a crown of red hair and a full set of metal teeth that gleamed in the dim light. “How do you plan to escalate?”

“Always the same with you, Karama.” A muzzle-faced simian with dirty-blond fur produced a hiccoughing laugh. “We agreed to follow his lead.”

“I didn’t agree to not ask questions,” Karama replied.

Soujen crouched in the shadows atop the crag and considered the scene. Saw’s band was poorly equipped and ununiformed. Outcasts, clearly, but were they mercenaries? Criminals? They spoke with only the loosest regard for rank or hierarchy. Yet they also spoke like ideologues, like people indoctrinated into
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